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ABSTRACT

THE OPERATIONAL CULMINATING POINT--CAN YOU SEE 11" COIIING? by
Major James D. Coomler, USA, 38 pages.

This study analyzes4Iree-Worid --War--Iioperational mechanized
forces in the offense to deterrmine if there are common recurring

... characteristic or traits exhibited by those forces that precede
-4#--and,-forete1 lI nit is approaching its culminating point. The t3 r-P

opations arePthe German defeat at El Alamein, 1942; the Soviet
defeat at Kharkov, 1943; and the German defeat at the Battle of the
Bulge, 1944. FM 100-5 cites the Clausewitzian concept of the
culminating point as central to urder tanding AirLand Battle and
operatiornal art. t4rerj .e -m, f arilmi ar1 w with
possible indicators an --tan tz" un derstands historical examples ,-,f
the culminating point has an advantage in making the recessar-y
decisions in time tc, prevent his force fror passing its culrminati g
point or to allow him to take advantage of an enemy's. The study
provides the reader - ,> are ter understanding of the culrinating
point conc5pt, ar m? its relat i o nship to 4-he) implerentat ion :1nf
doctrines some guides to, alert o:f possible approaching culminatirg
po ints,, and a cmmorn I ality cf understandirig cf the culroinat ing po int
through historical examples.

Recurring events in all three operations fall into two broad
categories: -those events knowr, to or caused by the attacker to
himself and those brought ab,-,ut by the enemy. The overwhelming
majo, rity of events or traits which help bring abcut the culrninating
point are o:f the former; the attacker hastens his own culririating
point mcre so than does the enemy. -- The study finds that a

lcommander' s ovearcoj fiderpce and stubborn comm itmerit to a flawed
course :,f act i(ncc r Lte.omost directly to his eventual
inability to defend.

The study concludes that a conscious awareness i:if the concept of
the culmirating point can pay great dividends to an cperatic nial
level commander, but those c:immanders chcosing to i grI_-.,r the
co-, nspicuous events forecastirg their culmin atring point will mo,,st
likely suffer defeat as a result.
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THE OPERATIONAL CULMINATING POINT--CAN YOU SEE IT COMING?

With the publication :,f the 1982 editi-:'ri o:f Field Manual

100-5, Operations, the U.S. Army presented a fighting doctrine

rooted in classical military theory. FM 100-5 seeks to adapt the

modern battlefield to long-standing military principles and actual

military experience with the intent ::f tying modern land corlbat

rethods ard techniques to:, a stro:rg foundat ion. The idea of

evolving tactics and operations from sound principles is certairiy

necessary arid even crucial, but in doing so, some old concepts carlie

to the forefront that the U.S. Army and most -:,fficers had not

studied in quite some tirsie, if at all. Clausewitz' idea of the

culminatirg point is a good example. Yet, doctrine, to, be usefll,

rlust be accepted arid understood in its ,:own right by those who have

to:, apply it. FM 100-5 cites the concept of the culminating poi-rt

as central to urderstandin g AirLand Battle arid operationa. art ard,

consequertly, explairis it to:, its readers. The Clausewitzian concept

of culminating point is important but how easily car, it be

reco, gnized?

The purpose of this study will be to deterrimine if there are

cor-mron recurring characteristics or irdicators exhibited by an

:-perati oral mechan ized force in the offerse which precede arid

foretell that the un it is approachirig its culmin at i ng pC,,it. Thib e

hyp,:,thesis proposed is that there are corilrir traits which irdicate

a uriit is apprachirg its culminating point. Recognizing these

irdicators will assist a commander in making the necessary

decisioris in time to-, prevent his force from passirig its culmi natirig

po:rinit :or to allow him to take advaritage of an erierily's.

.41
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In operatijonal theory, the culminat ing po:int is that time in

every offensive operation., unless it is strategically1 / decisive,

where the strength of the attacker, no: lo:nger- significantly exceeds

that of the defender, arid beyond which cont inued o:ffen~sive

-:operat iosns therefore risk overext ens i or, counterattack, arid

defeat.' FM 1020-5 also adds, "The art of attack. at all levels is

to achieve decisive objectives befor-e the culmiinating point is

reached. Conversely, the art of defense is to hasten the

culmiinat ion of the att ack, recognize its advent, and be prepared ,:-

*go over- to the offense when it arrives. " As noted above,

recognizing its advent is critical to the decision'r making arid

execution process. A comrirjiander must know more than what a

culmirnat ing po:init is, he miust be able to-- sense or, recogni ze it it-,

his own, forces or- those of the enemy, ther take actitor. -Clausewit z

wrote o::f the di fficulty irn recogniz~ing the culriirat i g po:-irt when,

he stated, "If we remember how many factors contri bute to-- an

eq uat ion of forces, we will understarid how d iff icul1t it is in somie

cases to determine which side has the upper hand. Often it is

erntirely a matter o:f the imlaginiat ion. What matters therefore is to

detect the culminiatirng point with d iscriminat ive Juadgmient. '

Gi ver that i t i s iriipo:rt ant to- reco-griiz the cu l in ri; inf'g poci'L

./ * for oriels own operational su-ccess, but that it isc di . Ficu it t- Cic

s.: * would n somei c~morimQ 1 rid icat cors be beneficial tco the cm ''

to help his discriminative Judgment 9 FM 1002-5 gives the FollL.wirig

-examples of events that move anopera toral o--ffers-i iv to: its

:j urI mi nat i rg po int :'

The forward ri-overient of suppl ie~s may be
insufficiently o_-rganized or miay l.ack needed
tranrspn7rt, orAvailable sto-cks miay be exhausted.
The ne-ed to protect ltines o--f coririuri cat iors fromri

q km ~* .* * ~ . . ~ ~ - *'



partisans or regular forces operating :,n the
flanks or in the rear may have sapped the
strength of fo, rward forces to the point that the
attacker n:, longer has the needed quantitative
advantage. The attacking force riay have
suffered sufficient cornbat losses to tip the
balance of forces. The attacker rilay have
entered terrain which is more easily defended.
The soldiers of the attacking army may become
physically exhausted and morally less committed
as the attack progresses. The defending force
may have become m':re determined as large
port ions of territory are lost. The defender
may have been joined by new allies wh,-, now also
feel threatened. All of these causes, and
combinaticz-ris ,-,f them, have resulted in offensive
culminating points.

Urtil the present edition cf Operations, the idea ,_,f the

culminating point seldom was spoken of o-,r written about, yet it

occurs in every battle and campaign less thozse where the attacker

achieves success without stopping. Therefore, examples cf

culmlinating points in campaigns should be numerous. This study

will review and analyze three operational examples fror W, rld War

II of units reaching their culminating po ints, and will ,lok for

c,-mmon characteristics o-r indicators of activities oir events

leading to it. Common traits then will be evaluated for

applicability today for the U.S. Army arid, hopefully, will lead t,-

a better understanding o-f theory and its relationship to doctrire,

provide some guides to alert of possible appro-achirig culirlatinq

p, irits, assist in better planring to prevent friendly culmiriat1ri]

po intts, arid, finally, provide a c-,mmn-,rality of uriderst arid i rig :,: th :_2

culinratirg po int.

Three armies, two, German and one Soviet, from World War !I are

d,,curierted. Each initiated offensive action with riecharlized

fcrces, ther passed its cuilmiriat ing point, arid was eventu'.ally

defeated ir, following batt les by the opposing enierly. Fhe

.- .. .l . . . . . . N
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operations are the German defeat at El Alamein, 1942; the Soviet

defeat at Kharkov, 1943; and the German defeat at the Battle of the

Bulge, 1944.

THE GERMAN DEFEAT AT EL ALAMEIN, 1942

3.3 During June, 1942 Field Marshal Rommel's Deutsches Afrika

Korps continued to press its offensive towards Alexandria and Cairo,

after resupplying itself with captured supplies from the fallen

Tobruk port and was only temporarily slowed down by the British

abortive defensive efforts at Mersa Matruh. Ro-mrel's goal was the

complete expulsion of Allied powers from the African continent,

thus threatening Axis intervention into the Middle East to support

German operations in southern Russia and to deny critical oil

supplies to the Allies. If successful, Rommel would destroy

General Auchinleck's British Eighth Army, the last significant

Allied fo-rce positioned to control lines of communications to

Turkey, India, southern Russia, the Far East and the Middle East,

as well as the Suez Canal. Although Rommel greatly exceeded

Hitler's initial orders to defend Tunisia and western Libya, his

operational successes in the battles of North Africa caused Hitler

in the spring of 1942 to support the drive to Cairo thereby

providing a possible strategic envelopmert of the Allies. But, to

accomplish this drive, Rommel would be giver, few additional troops

and equipment. Germany's mlain effort was and would rernair, the

fight in Russia.

The Battle of El Alamein consisted of two, separate battles

fought at the same location. The First Battle of El Alamein was

fought 2-18 July and pitted Rommel's weakened but attacking Afrika

4
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Rorps against the equally weakenied, defend ing for-ces o:f Puch inleck.

The Seco_-nd Battle o-f El Alamtein was fought 223 October-A4 No-vembler-

arid consisted of ant attack and subsequent pursuit by General

Mont gomrer-y against the retreat ing Axis armny. Although the latter-

- is widely recognized by histor-ians as the successful battle which

caused the Ax is to lose the war- in easternr Pfrica, it was, in fact,

the First Battle which r-epr-esented the Germrian operat ional

culminat ing point, thus establish ing the co-nditionrs fo-r

Mont gomiery's later- co-unt eroffrnsiva . Unit il Poel attacked --it

VFirst El Alamein wher-e he lost considerable fo-rces arid supplies,

his armry was capable o-f establishing a defense on goo-,:d terrain to:

- its -rear- against any Grit ish counteroffensive foithe east, but

-even, then Ro-ririiel was teeter-ing close to his armriy's culminat ing

po inrt. In retrocspect, Ge rmian General Ressel1ring, C:-ommander- ina

Chief of the Mediterranean, said that "givenrou full knowledge o:r

- the gamble, the attack. [Ger-ran advance at the-- fir-st battle oEl1

Allamein] ought never to-- have been begun".S Mussolini also agr-eedl:

"When, (Rorairiiel) h-ad twice attacked unsuccessfully
befo:re Montgomoer-y's oiffensive he should have with-
dr-awn at onrce to-- Mersa Matrub. ... I tol-,d (Hi tier,) we
had lost the init iat ive fromi June 1942 onrwards, anid
that a nation which has lost the initiative has
lo--st the war."

Peco::gni zinig the passing o--f the culminating Po i nt aFter, tao.:

fctas Resselr i rg and Ifusac' 1in i did, is .- f no ucer1--- thne t?

ccmmt land e r. In the Battle o--f First El P lamieir, nei ths r' P,_oel no-r-

V fluch iieck forYesaw o acknowl edged the culminating poi,-t al1thonugh

V i ad icatc ors were pr-esent.

Of all things that con-r-tributed to-- the arrival o--f P--omel 's

%. ciloiniAt inq po_-int At Firsb, El fliroii, tile on.re ost rcvxotmI

factor, Was loDgistical sho-rtages. F r,ro the beg inninag, the Germrani

%p %



High Command had always co, nsidered R:mrel's activities in Africa as

a sideshow unworthy of large ariztrits o:f supplies that were

critically needed elsewhere. And even those supplies he was

allocated, although insignificant, placed an inordinate demiand or,

the supply system. Everything needed by his army had to be shipped

across the dangerous Mediterranean at great risk, off-l:,aded at

ports inadequate for ever, a small percentage of his needs, arid ther,

transported hundreds of miles across the desert in truck convoys

always in short supply.0 For many mntr, ths prior to the El Alaleir,

attack Rommel was forced to live fr,-om hand to mouth and so was not

unaware of the problems. David Irving, in his book o:n R rmriel,

writes, "He [Rormel] was well aware of his awkward sittuatirn. His

aruimunition, and gasoline were low, his units urderstrength .... His

supply lines were long (1600 miles), while those of the enemy were

short (100 niles) and well protected. "'- Martin van Creveld, ir,

Supply ing War, gives this opinion of Rormiel's situatior in 1942:

"With or without Malta ir Axis hands, it is
questionable whether an advance or, Alexandria would
have been practicable. Even if Hitler had the addi-

tional forces at his disposal, bringing them to Africa
wo:uld have increased Parrzerarmee' s requirerients
to a point far beyonrd the combired capacity of
Benghazi arid Trip:li. This in turn would have made
the accumulation ocf stores for an attack a hopeless
task, while the number ,-,f vehicles required to trans-
port stores inside Africa was far beyond the strictlv
limited res,-,urces of the Wehrmacht. " '

Even the limited supplies, especially fuel, captured ail Tc:,rW-'

were insufficient to take Rommrel to the Nile, but R'-rniel was

deterrinired to g,- or. £ Yet his army was so, starved For essert ial.

supp lies arid Tiquipment that four o't of five .of his I derc h ad

traveled to El lalein in captured Brit ish trucks. 1

Even with this krozwledge of his supply cor strairts, Rorimel

6
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chose to press the battle, f,-,r he was in a desperate sitiuati,-,r,.

Van Creveld writes that Rommiel's disregard for- his lo-,gistical base

placed him in the situation of being unable to, stay where he was,

so he either had tc, fall back or "flee forward" in the hope of

living off the enemy. "A His decision (or gamble) t, move for-ward

resulted in many of his units running out or limiting their

expenditure of ammunit-ion and fuel at ar, inopportiurie timle during

the battle. The difficult supply situation, as well as exhausticor,

and stiffenirng resistarnce, brought Parizerarrmee t-, a halt CrI +

July. ± Rommel later wro, te:

"The first essential condition for, an army to be able
to stand the strain of battle is an adequate stock of
weapo:'ns, petro-,l and ammurit ion. In fact, the battle is
fought and decided by the quartermiasters before the
shot oting begins. The bravest men can d'o' riothirig with'-,ut
plenty of ammunit ion; arid reither guris nor armmur itior are

,='f much use in mobile warfare unless there are vehicles
with sufficient petro-l to haul them around. Mai tenance
must also approximate in quaritity and quality to that
available t'o, the enriy. ""s

Had Rommel appreciated his own thoughts about loc'gistics soo, ner

in his North Africar campaigri, his attempts to advance beyond his

rilearis rlight not have beer, undertaken, thus prevent ing Rorimel fro, nm

exceeding his army's culminating point.

Arother factor contributing t,=, Ro:,mmel's passing of his

culmirat irig point was his army's shortage of comrbat tro-,ps.

Because cf the need For" Germar trcops in oi ther par' .z Ercpe id

because of the inability t':' supply those Axis soldiers already in

No-rt h Africa, let alo ri e rm_-re, Rommel was giver all the men the

German High Command th-,ught he needed t, ccinduct his directed

defense of Africa. Ever, after Rommel' s offens ve successes, Hi; l -r

could riot *-r would rot pr:-,vide more. With ncr u niits due in and with

the conmbat attrit ion cf the past several battles, a more cautious

7



cr corservative general might have tried to co-ncentrate his

remaining units for a critical, limited objective or, perhaps, ever

recognized that force ratios required a defensive operatiorn in

order rot to exceed his culniir,ating point. Instead, Rorriel,

neither cautious nor conservative, chose to contirue with his

aggressive pursuit arid attack ,_f the Eight Army. RorI Iel's ristake

was not in being aggressive since audacity, initiative, arid agility

are key ingredients to battlefield success and are necessary if ore

is to achieve decisive ends with limited means. Rorimil had beer

successful in the past and had no intentiors row of changing his

style. He thought he had the British on the run and could not

afford to give them time to prepare their defenses, nor would his

supply posture allow hir to sto:,p. However, he failed correctly to,

judge his army's capacity to match his audacity.

Rommel again intended to attack along the seam between the ,.,

British corps, penetrate, and fan out north arid south behind theml.

He envisioned British forces would either be destroyed or would run

in panic as they had in the past. Though, if they rar, there would

be no defensive line for them to fall back to this time. The

Afrika Korps' next stop would be Alexandria. Romrnel calculated his

three Germar divisions ard three Italian corps to have a cormbined

toctal ,f 85 rmed i. 'm -Ind li g ht tarils, 5 Q'A irfartryrier, in each o, t V

tt, , parizer d11,00:03 * r irantiryren iri the grenadier di,/i ior,

and a tota I :,r 5, r -rr. r, in the three Italjar corps. 'r

Crre EeII Da r, e t eL -oe5 ' rire ' 3 p Ian as F ,-, lows:

,r .stle the Br1t 3h ir t,:. a fresh

t i _ir o r, a -:,euver. .. . The batt ie
p Ar Q. .: rlel: hasty, reckless, unrrealistic

-. 1 : : :. E t he curted as always
e? r . , serse -:-f r.At ,or, al calcula-

. . -~ I e _rerny the Br t i sh Ccm-riard,

I ' - - '.-*.' ''--.5 ...- '-- .'. . * """-."". - '". - - ". .-- ,""*''. ."''%: .. ' . " ". "- '



fearful for its commur i cat ions, would agair lose its
nerve and blt. "lB

With his attention focused or the breakthrough, Rormel failed

to recognize that his Afrika Korps had neared its limit; *:r,

recognizing that fact, took the risk anyway. On the eve of battle,

his men were exhausted, sometimes falling asleep in daylight in

front of the enemy. His army was critically short supplies, yet a

third of its limited sto, cks were still hundreds of miles to the

rear awaiting trarspcortation to the frcrit. Ard he had too few

tanks remaining in his panzer divisions to finish the dazzlinq

maneuver which he expected his soldiers to try at a brisk pace.

Irving writes, "The pendulum o:f cornflict in the desert had now

halted. The impetus of Rormmel's Panzer Army was almost gore. ,,19

Barnett agrees by saying, "If there were a moment during the desert

campaigrns when... destiny seemed to hold its breath, it was or the

night of 30th Jure/ist July, 1942. This right... marked the turn, of

the Second World War... , But Rormel, the great tact ician, failed

to recogrize it.

The First Battle of El Alamein was joined but it was rot urt il

several days later that R,:mrel fully realized the cordition of his

arrily. By then, the damage had beer done. The tactical battle

ebbed and flowed back and forth as both sides en j:,yed their sh-r-e

of successes ard failures in erqagements, but RonmrFei :. ed t,-.

achieve any decisive objectives and eventually had to turr, t,-, th

tactical defense. In the process, his strergth was reduced. Thc-

British c,:,uld replenish new units and supplies faster thar the vor"

limited reconstitution capability of the Axis and, with the British

attack during the Secord Battle of El Alameir, they routed the

Afrika Korps. Rommel' s successful tactical defense during the

%F



first battle could not withstand the subsequent operatiral

c,'orteroffersive fror the British ir the next battle -,f El1 Alanin.

Consequently, Rormel' s operatio nal culmirating point was exceeded.

In addition to the indicators present before the battle, other

indicators were available during the battle to warn Romrnel of

possible impending impediments to his army's ability to defend.

The soldiers were driven to exhaustion and were prostrate with

fatigue, tortured by the sun and thirst. Italian divisions begar

to disintegrate and entire battalions were deserting in battle.

Several times German units had to be taken out o:f line to, plug gaps

left by defeated or departed Italian units. When ri:o comrbat units

"A were available, staff personnel, signralmren, and coos we-re used.

Intelligence collection assets were lost to combat, thus making it

even mrore difficult to deterrmine an accurate picture -,f the

situation. Added to this was the difficulty of receiving accurate

reports as units, ergagements, and the battlefield became mo_-,re

corfused. 2

Rommel himself sensed the change in the battle and the passirg

of the tactical initiative to Auchinleck. He knew he had only

twenty-six tanks operational, stretched supply lines, exhausted

men, and a strerngthering British defense; corsequen tly, he ghe .?

hirself o:,ne rre day to gai vict,-_,ry, otherwise he ',,d have t: g,

to the defense. At the end of the next day, 2 July, hce

acknowledged defeat ard gave orders for his Army t,-, diq i-. Fcr

the next few days Farizerarree withst,:,,:,d Brit ish c,:.unterattaclks bu

orily by the slimrmest of margins as it was all Rcrme1 cculd do to.

prevent catastrophe. British breakthroughs caused Rommrel to

exclair "the sltuatir, was begirrinrg to take ,-,ri crisis

1 0



pr oport ic ns.'' At this pcint, Rcmmel still had rio-t recogrized the

passage of his operat ichral culrmiinatring point because, after severcal

days of rest for his arrly, he again attacked and was again checked.

The men and equipment he unwisely expended would be critically

needed at the Second Battle of El Alamein.

But, on the *-,ther side of the battlefield, neither Auchinleck

nor his ccrps corimarders recognized the irportant passage of

Romrnel's operaticnal culrmiirating point. Instead, they corcertrate.d

or, the tacticial fiqht. Or, 4 July, Auchir leck told hi.s co:r,.:nITher:

the "whole idea was to, get Rommrnel over to the defensive, " rot

realizing that he had already done so, and then "attack and destroy

the ereray in his present positions. "- Auchinleck -,rdered his XIII

Corps to attack but -only ore brigade made any effort to dc, so arid

then was repelled. Other formiatior,s seem hardly to have giver, the

.order seric, us c:rsideratio-n. During the following fc',ur days

Auchinleck's call for initiative went unheeded as Eighth Army cou ld

d':, little more than shuffle. A killing blow row would have erded

the battle, but "there was at this tirmie a sullen reluctance tcz,

move." Barrett, in The Desert Generals, adds, "One bri gad ier's

opirion of the plan was that "it d,-esni' t look real. ' The same

brigadier described as "fanciful" ar attack. by ninety-nire tari-,

and an infantry brigade or the fifteer Germar tari -< -' te 1S7

Panzer Divisin. , This lack -,f will and agq it, :i.d f: it,/

seize the o'pportuniity precisely at the time wher, "t ..J- id hav-' bec-.-,

rn-,st rewarding gave Rommel the time necessary to e' tabn i S i 3

tactical defense. Pitt, in The Crucible of War, c:.ci das, '<r e

face of it the possibilities of dealing the Afrikla ':rp he

arid po, ssibly lethal blow were thus r-,t as l,-,w -is oignt have beer,

it
or
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expected,...while Rommel was left to languish at the end o-,f his

extended supply 1 ines. "e Thereafter, the battle seasawed back arid

forth inconsequent ially as both sides grappled to exhaust ior and

then reverted to the defensive to rebuild. The Afrika Korps had

exceeded their operational culminating point ard, with Britain's

edge in logistics, Eighth Army under the command of MCrtgomery

overwhelmed Rormmel at the Second Battle of El Alameir. The fact

that the British did not or could not take advantage of the German

c perati ona1 cu lrii rati rig po irit uirtil several morths later pc, irit s ou"

that the concept cf the curiiratirig point is relative between the

two opposing forces. The defending force must p,-,ssess capability

ar, d will to take advantage of the attacking force's weakering
*0

coridit ion. Had Auchinileck successfully recognized Rc, srnelIs

situation, perhaps he might also have halted the British tactical

attacks which were rot recessary arid which orly reduced British

co-rbat power. Had Auchinleck focused rilore ,-or the operational level

of war instead of the tactical battle, he might have generated

sufficient relative cc-mbat power within a week to initiate the

Second Battle of El Alarleir, thereby taking advartag - ,f Rommel' s

culmirating point arid, consequent ly, defeating him several rniorthS

" -~0"~sooner.

THE SOVIET DEFEAT AT ViqRIkOV. 1943

On 22' June 1 941 Hitler laurched OPERATION DARAROSS3Al, th-D

German invasion of the Soy' tet Urior. Gerrar rry Group S,,ut h Faced

the greatest resistarce in the Ukraine arid what was d.esigred aa £-

quick German victory turred irit,, a long, hard carmpaigr, with the

-3tubb,,rr Russiarns th kt ended f,,,rward m:vemert at tha Vc lga Ri,/er

I=,



arid at Stalingrad with the encirclement arid surrender of the German

Sixth Army during the winter of 1942/43. The Russians f.-llowea

their success with a general counteroffensive aimed at advancing

rapidly to the Dneiper River with the intention of surrounding and

destroying 75 Axis divisions, thus opening the way for, a strategic

envelopment of the entire German Army. After two years of defeat,

the Soviet comrmand was eager to repay the Nazis.

The Soviet plan called for two deep thrusts of mobile groups

(army size) to attack :n, divergent axes without any operatioral

pause that would allow the enemy tirsie to redeploy forces, resupply,

or prepare fortified defenses. The Soviet High Command fully

expected to meet a retreating, weakened German army arid to do so

with a Soviet advantage of eight to one in mern and weapcrs. 2 r To

accomplish this plan, the Soviet fronts themselves would have to

corduct operations without pause with weakened forces, extended

supply lines, and few, if any, reserves. - 7 Stalin gave no

consideration whatsoever to reverting to the defense or ever art

operational pause, if only temporarily, to prepare f:r this great

o ffensive. Stalin said, "The Armies of the General Armrry Group

South have beer smashed and cart only try to withdraw behind the

Dei per. , His subordin ate commanders agreed. Or, '9 January, the

-t~e mnobil1e groups Si xth :.-rri1y arid Gru,- po a -d t he r

s1ipp,::,rtir,g attacks throughout the area initiated the battle, but 0,

was the So-viets who fu nd themselves pLshed back acr,-,ss the Donets

, River by the end of March.

Three factors contributed to the Soviets exceeding their

culr, inating point before they achieved decisive success:

log istics, tactical operat im.rs, and a stubb-,rn comitment t-

13



maintairing the offensive.

As already rerticrned, the Soviets were attacking with weakened

forces from the incessant fighting of December and January. Both

infantry and, more important, armor units were drastically short of

men and machines. Sixth Army had only 40 tanks; Gr,-up Popov, only

212. Yet, these two armies were expected to conduct 300 kilometer

deep operations with an uncertain supply line. Supply bases were

still far, to the rear cf the front line and there were not enough

trucks arid horses available t,- trarspcrt necessary supplies :.:.:.-

the bad roads. Group P.z.p.:zv started the attack with shortages of

fuel arid amrlunition and then inadvertently degraded their own

combat force even more when required to leave forces behind to

guard supply trains arid lines ,_-f comrnunicat ions. By 18 February

P,=,p.o:v sent the message "All wheels are st'anding still " and reported

his disastroz, us supply situat io n, but the Front was st ill ,t ready

to abandon the offensive ever as P,':poz.v's brigades were cci lapsing.

Or, 23 February Popov radioed that all he had left waz a handful ,:,f

tanks with rno fuel, no amrilunition, and no fco'd. The Front s

response was to keep rmocving and destroy the ererily. it was rot

until the f,=llo wing day that Vatutin, the Front Ccmmander, fully

accepted condit ions as they were and ordered the ,_,ffnsive to halt.,

By then, P,::,pov' s Mobile Gru-,up was fragmented and fi htirq rc-r -

ei st e-,ce. A Panzer Divisi,-,r toctally destroyyed it ,r

February. 2 r Logistical problems alore could have caused the

Soviets bo exceed their culmiriating point, but there were others.

The Soviets committed several tactical errors that were

factor-s in their culriirating pcint. Stalin and his certral

rli1tary cormmard, STAVKA, were so er,amored with the thought :,f 1:iic,

14
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Germaris r'etreatirg that they felt secure ir, their- plan for a

gereral offensive along the entir-e 7511 mile fr-orit in s-,utherr,

Russia. As a consequerce, arrmies ard fronts did rot keep

operatioral reserves since all combat power- wo:,uld be needed for- the

broad linear, push. When situations arose callirg for- fresh units,

such as the reirforcerilent of Group Po:,pov, ro reserves were

* available to influerce the battle. Fr-onts had to pull divisions

out of lire, thus making new sectors susceptible to Gerriar attack.

Commanders als, failed t, mass what ccrbat StrerLt- the" ihiwad

left thus limiting their- offensive potential. Armies perriitted

depleted divisions to cortinue to fight ineffectively instead of

regrouping the r-emaining tanks, artillery and s, ldiers into fewer

st ronger forces. Higher headquarter-s always pressured subordirates

to rmairtain the moment urm arid to accomplish assigned missions, but

by doing so, allowed units to get bogged down attempting tasks fot"

which they were r z longer capable. Several times Pcpov's tark

corps came to the rescue of infantr-y units which caused Popc:v to

fall far-ther- behird his mission of a deep -perational drive. A S

%.A) Gr-oup Popov drove deeper, more arid more units were needed to hold

the flanks against the alr'eady courter-attackirg Germans, which

further degraded the st r-ength of the main effort arid perm-ritted

Marsteir,'s ur ts to attack arid destr-y, piecemeal, zeveiral w.eap,

small forces.

The final error the S, viets made was to, assurine ircr,-cect l1

that the Germans were retreatirg; this was their faLal er-cor

because, without it, Soviet comranders might have r.c-gr, ied the.'-

appr,-,achring culminati g poirt. Fror, the 'ery begi r irig the So.viet

cormarder-s maintained an urealist ic arid over-opt imist ic att itude

15



W' -TarW

that Ger-riiarts wer-e oin the run arnd that the decisive victor-y was at

hand. Liecut enant Col one 1 Glant z, in, h is auth-cr it ati ye book Dri

Soviet offensive operat ions, writes, "Art air, o:f u-rreal is, arid

c'verconfidence had pervaded Soviet headquarters for- Weeks ard

colored all aspects cf Soviet planning. That mo'od would spell doom

for- the Soviet offensive anid mary o:f the men, participat irig in

it. lIZ1 Carell adds in Scor-ched Earth that the assumption that the

Gerriars were inr a genera 1 ret-reat "rapid ly became an articI3"

fa11t h. " But -the Sovi ets were wro-_ng; they had gc;:1'r~-~d.

* battlefield'

Commanders fr-om Stalirn to cor-ps were so biased by the above

idea that they ignrced, rmisr-ead, or- would not accept i ntelligecc-?

iridicator-s or- reports fr-ors subo:rdinates present iri any o'ther-

co nclI us io n. Event as the Germrian Ar-my was destr-oying Group oo

piecemeal on, 13 Februar-y, So:vijet units wer-e r-ece iv itrig t his o-rder-

fr-omi the "rn, I or-der- the enicirclemient arid destr-uct icr c:f th'-.

enemy at Krasr':armei skoye. Ful11y resto:re the sit uatijo-r. Dor:'t

*i r any case, petrmlit ant ererily withdrawal. "a Warn rigs of i mperid I Lri

d isast er- fr-orfi the field were i griorwed by Vat ut ins unt il 2"+ Februar-y

when he finally realiZed the ccordition oif his for-ces, at Which "~i,11

hie nrdered the Fr':'nrt to go to the defenise. By thert, it -wa-lto

In c-orit rast , NaiM-An_ in niot ::,rily crrectl1y 5e-cibte

* i I; iuat icori his ar-rily was fac inri but det er-riired the eneri' i -sI

Sri repare his course of action to tak advanitage o:f its

we'aI-rsses. Marstei, ne iw he did riot have the v''::esart

ho:ld a 1lirear- defense but his orders fy-rom Hit ler- were r:,t to- give

up t rritcr. i st cad, Marist e jn ccrniv inrced Hitlcr, to-- a 1 1 ow -rrnv

'*~ ~~~ ~~~~~~~ G .P . " ~ PA ~ , ~ 4



Gr-,up Sout h freed,-,m, of movemert which would est absh t he

c-od it i, rs fo:-r a rma cr c-,ur, t er, ffers i ve. G 1 art z suri 1t.Z7:

"That plan, once formulated, capitalized or superi,-r

German mobility and command flexibility. In essence,
permitting an unhindered So, viet advance in some sect,-,rs,
by holding tightly to a few critical sectors, and by
deliberately taking the calculated risk oif reducing
German forces to a minimurn in other sectors, Mansteir
intended to gererate sufficient operatioral reserves

S,-,to mount a coordinated counterof fferosive.... The plan
relied ,n an attack by c-,rcentrated forces alcrg
ccrvergirg axes cf advance. It capitalized cr, the
,-,ffensive strength of the SS Panzer Crps divi .i:,r,-
ard the syrergistic effect o-f t e weaker pan. :er- divi,:.,-

Att ac i g :. r, c ad j ac en t a <e s a l rig c ,rv.rg ": ..' --C, 1. -'.

arstein was goirg t,:, accept the Soviet attaclt, let theml

expend their strength while saving his own, arid ther, courterattack

wher, the -o_,viets were incapable of defending effectively.

Marsteir's plan worked perfectly.

While the Soviet c,-,mmroard rever fully reco, grized the effects ,-17

inadequate supply, mistai r, tact ics, ard a wll t,-, whacl+ L.Jh-ich ,J92

rot prudert ard how t,-e:.e c,:r- tr-ibuted toc their owr inab 1 1it. t,

attack and ther, defer, d, Marsteir, certairly did. Marsieir' s ')[a,

was based or the principle that the Russians would extend

themselves t.-, the p.z, irt where he c,-,.ld then unleash hi,- dccisi. ,

co-rter-,ffersive, which ro-,t -,nly would destroy the S,-viet attacP

* but a17-:, would 5aet the stage fo,,r" the campaigr, to v .2 t,

,lar,.tein was r,,-,t interested ini )ut 3t3bi, i;ziri.-

_ a ssist th- arr- v-i L ,:,f tle !,,,v]et 'lr , tAf. '.' T, I'1." ' r

, .rdertccL'-, operat iri,,s di. -ected at So viet weapre:eser. 5Lor ,i. L 1" 'A 1 1Ij

Sgrcound rii-ssi ors dest r,,yed 3uppl y bases arid ttarsp - ,t i ,

within 300 k i c:,ret ers ,,f the front to irsure a deci'-mcv:-2d '- -,f

supp Iy to the S,-,viets, arid, du,.rin-g the batt le, ,.tni = rmun,-,. rted

special ,_-perator:is to destroy supply lines within the battle

S17
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arlea. .3 Tactically, the? Ger-man Prrfly cont inrual ly sought tc attack

W 1 th strergt h anid cocccrttrated its forces to, do so.

'V In the Battle of Kharkov, Manstein sought to gain the

initiative arnd thern to retairn it. It was Marnsteirn whiz better-

appreciated the concept :f the culminiat ing po:irt arid helped hasten

its approach. But it was the Soviets who lost the battle through

their- owr mistakes. The Sov iet s rot ornl1y d id rot art icipate- Ger-man

capabilities arid initentionrs, they also failed to. loo.t thcir- ojri

czip,.?b i it ies and couA-3e-3 .- f act i c-is.

THE GERMAN DEFEAT PT THE BATTLE OF THE BULGE, 1944

Unl1ike Marist ci rt' correct appraisal off S-_-v et intenit 1:rS il-

the Kharkov Campai gn, the A1llied appraisal of Germian intenitions arild

capabilities in the Prdernes in December- 1944 was co-mpletely vwroca.

The Allies expected no- attac!k, exactly what Hitleir had -d

Hi 1erdesperat ely gamib led that aa11-or-roth inrg cutr

to Pnitwer-p wo:uld split the Pllied for-ces, destro,-y the separ-ated

.1*. ar-mies ir the niorth, arnd thust upset their- timietablesse : l

enrough to, per-mit the bulP o f the Gerrian foc n the west to miv

to-- the east to deferd agai rast the advarncing RuSri0 era-. Hi: 1 Le'

qrera l pr-ed lcted that it woruld not vwcrk, that t' e ' 1,1re'<t

-2y:.:, 1- m en _A id :?.1u.ipm r-i i: to do t h e b, b 1-t 1-1: 1 re :i

:r' 2>~c'.t I onanyay. For- -everal moicnths1 t ha Gi rr1P':-in

*,r ni rted frcsfi--rm al -1 ver- the vest errn Fr.-.*tt ;-j yrDr

secr-ecy toi gather- the twerity-five divisionsr inivolved in tniv b'''

<V w i' 'jhtc h sui: t z :ccecd. I h'e :- 1 '1 1s I vye ':1

D2cemiber- but by the end D f JanriZy this last Ger-man at 1. -

t the A1 I i s found 1. se d 1 3~- e -rnq wse back be'ycrcjd iiS it i I
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st art i ntq pC's itL 1 'Tti. In- the p-rocess, H i t 1 e r- 1 oc 5t 1- 20171me rca?

t a-Aks, and 1., 1000 plIanies t hat he c':ul1d no:t r-epl1ace, t her-eby -_peni1'*,

t he doo, Dr- f or- th e f in al fl1i ied pu1ts h inrto G e r-man y.

Three signi ficanit factor-s caused the Germranis to exceed their-

c u l i nat i ng po-, int: Hitler'Is unyielding will, logist ics, arid the

4. tact ical defense o:f the entemy.

As has al1r-eady beer mert i cried, Hitl1er'Is get-er-al 1 z ere no,:t

supp':'rt i'.'?i-f the pl'an frc'mri the begit-ring Wit had li ttlenrimr

4 '~tharth-an, 4-._ f.ci 1 C'-.j the F uehr-ev''s ortder-s. Thecy had 1ismi

exhnausted tineir' pro.:fess ii'ria 1 militar'y Views to-. rio- ava i 1 E Evern

after- seventeen days o-f ccmnbat and still far- from the initial

Cubjer:ct i v of t he M'euse R iver,, Hi tlIer woul not yiel to e S ame

-genierals who had given him the victor-ies o-f the past f ive years.

"The fa ilur-e toc sever, the cozrrido:r- irinbc- B-astogrie
co-nviniced Gentera 1 von-r Manteuffel that h-e ati:'o--d
i-i chat-ice C' F t ak trig the t cin~t ard t.hat tne ti1me

had crome to abard:'ri all thought oF conit±iuirg the
* cr 1-ens ive ir- the Arde-rnes. Les ,tbhe '':p the-

tip o--f the salient be tr-apped, he appealed tc: Fiel~d
Marshal Mondel ot-i the night o-f Janiuar-y 2for- permiss >212r

t,-C' fal1l bacP to a 1lire anichonred on- Hor,~laze o
Luttwit:-, who still had tr-oops in the tpo h ug.
lenrt his voice to the appeal. fihuhMdlare

proessi C-i 1 yIn had nio aut ho:t-it y tC acti i-iwth-

dr-awal o-r- even to-- desist in, tr-yintg to- bakye Easto-gric.
For- his tr:'-ubL[as in aski ng, von.r Manteulffelrectv'

meel arnother- ortder- to attack."_

* ~~~Haid HitlIer- 1 st st-d t c h is V ic? lidC'lai r: ~ m  i ~c

'rngt he i'ircrres Cr re-icive, they mi.ght hzn nvr: bt~"e nh I 'J,_

otaux Imcm hhc - ahtt : or-mit an, ef fect ivo dah erine, hir trifC 'L

the st r'ateg ic, reser-ve for, the greatest thr-eat, the 9 1ts s rms H;i

WN 1S, niot u it jariuiat'y d id H it l et' fin Al Iy iadit 1 t hat tine

f t e-s i ve i n t - P, -denre had fa ilIed, b ut h e at i 1 1-- rqiu rem ai

1.Kr'Ci'.tnid tr t;7, 'n-a .il i'm b:a e dra-rd,d. COr, y atk 7t er- uri -A c cm 2 2 ED t DCx

'to ..
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ArirflAriit i orn and especi1al1l1y fuel short ages c.:rt ri buted

signi ficanitly to the inability of the Gerrmari to c-it irue their

attack arid ultimately to their weak defense when the A~llies started

pressing. As early as 21 December, the lead division, 2d Panizer,

had run out of gasoline and waited until the 23rd before receivin~g

enough fuel to continue the attack.. This delay arid those

experienced by miany o_-ther units gave crucial time t.: the Allies to--

establish a firmi defense as new units poured inito- the

area. Th fue I crn s i s h ad rio t gor-,ne ur fr ceri by t h a G e ri Li x ou t

with the great effect iveness of A~llied strategic arid tacticael

-Aerial bomibinigs against fuel product ion arid trarisportat ion mens

there .just was rot enough gasol ire to- keep the d ivisions miov irg.

The German sol uti or to t his was to capt ure Amer icar fuel d urips.

Once this was reco-_griired, American~ sol diers fought doggedly to de-ry

*the Germans the dumops, the onre thirng they needed rizst . IWi th out

fliLel, the Ai--ennecs offenisive gr:-und toa halt.

The ore thirig that Mondel' s Arroy Grou:.-p B did riot ant ici pate :.rld

whicoh directl1y cont r ibutead the most to the arrival1 of the Germanii-

culmirnatirng poi nt was that the "rimericar so-ldier was -- howing al rooct

everywhere onr the de Ferise a st utbbo-rn resist .-Ace to: be inrg puched

arou-rid that was almoi_-st as unexpectedly he-artening 1:h is :rri~dr

* ~ ~ i :t was xiroexpect adly cii lamyi mg t iie Uermrii:1S. - e

''The v ic to-ry i r, th e Ard erines be 1 .:rri qed pi-r?ero ret-20 Ivy
t.-- the Aroer '.~rsold me... .. The,/ C the A~ I Ice ai3IeebLe
:7? / 11t uja 1 Ily to-- re g ainr co--ri t ro 1 be ca u se t hei1r Io d 1mer s'
st Jbborrrnes3 -Ard brave~ry did mo,st o--f the fjcr1or ith-em,1
graduall1y vwrerst i rg the rioierit uro of bet tl1aa i' r2 the
enrimy anid inr t junie r'estri rig i t t,--. the i: I ied c'cmmorarir.

*Privates arid cooel li e qu.icf-ly -cogri red th.31 the -'cv to:

.iolding the Arderiries with its thick. forests, deep ravines, -Ard

'



rarrw, wiriding r'oads was to block and control the few rlajcr road

junc t icns arid vil lages th'rcj gh wh ich they t r,Ave ll(d Irp t - ar t

engagements were fought not only at St. Vith, Houffalize, and

Bastogne but also at other nameless road junctions by mixed groups

,:f men and units. Their efforts, like those of the legendary 101st

Airborne Division at Bastogne, slowed the Gernans enough for the

Allies to organize, first, a creditable defense and, by 25

December, a counteroffensive with Patton's Third Arriiy.

The Germars' :,Qeratiorsal culminating pcirt re rched Ir I

December, but by the 1Lth Eisenhower had said that sufficient

informiation concerning the enemy's strength, intenticrs, and

situatic, n, arid of the Allies capabilities were k nowr to allow

planning of the courterofferisive. Generals Patton ard Collins

anticipated very early that the Germans could rot sustain their

,ffensive, arid with ever increasing Allied strength, planned ,rt

the ccurteroffersive. If not by rame, then by c:rict pt, they b:;h

understood the cuimirating pcint.

Field Marshal Montgomery, on the other hand, had no intent icr

o.f attacking until "he was certain the enierly had exhausted

h imsel f. "1 Bradley's call to hi m forecast irig the Germans'

highwater mark to be 26 December had little effect arid it wa rc t

until i after .2S January that Mntqcmery allowed his urit-s L.: _ 3 :,iL ..

By then, many German urits had already escaped -ror a rtr, tI.i1

dcA,.b1e riveloirperit with Patton' s forces in the 3c'.th. This

-epresents the differsrce between how two -perat icrial c:,,nrlanad&r-

read the batt lefield, reccgrii zed the passage c-,f the cuirii rat mg

pcint, arid took timely acticr to take advantage cf it.

The Battle of the Bulge should rever have beer, tciught. Germar,
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qenerals ackrowledged that the str'ategic culmirat irg poirt was

already at harid but 1-t 1..- p.r'sis:d. Orce erigagd, agairi the

Gernar, generals recognized the appr-ach of the operat ional

CuLllinating point and recorimended the transit ion to the defense arid

again Hitler would not yield until it was too late. Hitler had

lost his desperate gamble.

EVALUATION AND ANALYSIS

In the three cperations described a"ove, the t ri'e p.

in each case exceeded their, offensive coperational culminating pcint

as evidenced by their eventual defeat at the hands of their-

. enemies. Rommel at El Alamein was able tactically to defrend f-r J

*short time but this was morre a function of the British not

realizing Rommel's situation or their- inability tc do anythi rg

tactically about it. As soo-,,-,r, as the British were ready to corduct

their ccuntercoffer, sive at the Second Battle cf El Alarieli, they

quickly pressured the Afrika Korps into a retreat. The British hzad

sequenced their tactical battles and major operaticr to, achi eve 

% theater strategic goal, which is precisely the definiti,-.r, of the

,perat ir al level of war, and the Germaris co, uld not deferid. The

same is true for the other two battles, except the courter-

,I',rer is ves were riluch q,.icker ir occurrirg .

O1 cc, ur-se, thrv'ee hisa,-ric.l accourts are by a: near--. a ful-.

ard c,-r clusive base frc-ril whiclh to draw arid Fr',u1at r

scient ific mi 1 itary prirciples cr rules about the culnminat ing

P', I rt . That ,as r-:,t ; tie p.rpose -,f th is st '.dy. Ho,,.wever, these

three miecharnized oper-at i-,rs have provided some c,-mr r-ecur'Irig

charActeristics, trait7, or events which may be f:,f benefit t.-, a

i".
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commlander in the Eighties to consider and think ab,,ut. Listed

below are traits and events by battle which irnfluenced the

culminating point.

Rorme 1 Vat ut in Hit 1 er
El Plarlein Kharkov Bulge

Expectation of decisive results x x x
Overconf idence x x x
Cdrs didn't listen to subordiriates x x
Subordinates approved cdr's plan x X
Cdrs stubborrn commitmrent to go forward xx X
No .option, had to attack x x

Thought erery weak . retreating x
Cdr had ro desire to go to defense x xX
Cdr recognized culmirnating point to: late ; x X
"Dazzling" maneuver plar, x x X

Few reserves x x
Exhausted soldiers before attack x x
Whole units destroyed in attack x x

Breakdown of intelligence collectiorn x >
Losses incurred made defense impossible x X 9
Logistical shortages x x x
Logistical shortages evident beforehand x x x
Long or difficult lines of communicat i ons x x x
Shortage of t-rarsportation assets x x
Not enough fuel & armo to reach objective x x
Tactical defense of enemy X X x

As shown above, mary events happened in all three operations

and fall into two broad categories: those events known to or

caused by the attacker to himself and those brought abo,.ut by the

enemy. The overwhelming majority of events or traits which helped

cause the culiiat .g point are -,f the for-rrer; the attacker

hastered h is own culmiratinrg point ri:re thar, did th.? err.

Rommel, Vat utiri, arid Hitler all exhibited an ov'ercor, ifiderCe

and an expectation of decisive results fror which they , ould ri.:,t

yield, ever, when confronted with many practical problels. They

too0k risks with the hopes of ach ieving great opera.iorq 1 or

strategic victories just as history has showr, rlany other battles

where calculated risks have produced great results. Con fidence i r



,-ne's p Ians i r-,t a fault but it must be ba 1 anced with an horieat

acceptance cf capabilities. There is a difference between a

reasoned, calculated risk and a bo, ld, uncalculated gamble.

Commanders are expected to make necessary decisions based or, the

facts at hand and in concert with their military genius to, arrive

at a proper course of act ion. In these three battles, though, the

corcmariders intentio-nally disregarded oir overl:oked supply pr,-,blens,.

force rati,zos, troop cord it ions, eneemy capabilities, and

sub::,rd inates;' views, all facts knowri bef:,.rehard, -.-d e pected th. ir

military genius and a cooperative eneriy to bring victory. Had they

not been so: overcorffidert, Romime1, Vatutir, or Hitler nmight have

appreciated so-,ner the other factors which influenced their-

culmirnatirng points.

Even if one accepts the assumption that the three commanders

did fully ccnsider logistics and combat ratics bef,-,re the battles,

military professionals must still questior all three's stubborr

ccr mlitmrent to contirue the attack long past obvious prcblermis ,-jhich

would influence the outcorle against them. Reports of whole

divisions running out of fuel or- declining battle because ,-

shortage of ammuniti_,ri, e:hausted soldiers, destro-yed bri qades, arid

pleas fror n field commariders, cmbined or singular, sh, uld c,,mpe3.l

the prudent cimarder tc reconsider the feasifity .1-th

"A t 'ior. These tmree ccrmaders sllt i 1 e ere /ivirii c'rd

attack when their .nits were already too weak tc deferd.

A larqe part ,f the overc,--,,nfidence shared by .:me1 arO

Yatutiri was caused by the belief that the enemy was aiready be't

and .:r, the 'r- 'n. Whether this was an iritelliqence failure ,r a

% $ mi scalcalat ir, oro the part :,f the ccrmmanders, believing the erierlv
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was in disar-ray substant iated their, decisions to conit iriue the

-Attacle. Th is irnaccurate arnd imag 1 nary bplitev i r IeKrtcd~~~i

* tfurther- comipounided itself when r-eports came irn outl1ininig anl

* aggressively defending enemy. Surely, these incidents were

isolated and overstated! The generals could rot accept a defeated

ar-my tur-ning to defend, let alone generatinig the comsbat power, to

at tac k. Such reports were ret urned with admnonit ions to- k~eep to the

pl1 an.-

The attacking ar-riies had designed theirrlneAe plan'CS t-.: he

the fir-st step iri a strAtegically successful camipaign arid,

consequent ly, were s.: enigrossed with winning the war- that they wer-e

unrwilling to concede the rieed to defend while still Fighting Fhs

fir-st batt le. Again, corirarders focused their- atterit ion or the

u i~t imate end and did rot adequately prepar-e arid stuidy the means i2

7.ways to accomplish it. Why shonuld they.) These 'sa-me armriies in

ear-licr- days had g iveri their, commanders what they wanted uirdar-

adverse cord it ions arid were expected to do 'so once= again.

4 ~Rrimel1's, Yatit in' s, arid Hitl1er-Is "dazz1linrg' p laris wou.ld br-ing

success beforite any si grificarit shortcoriiiigs could inter-fe:re, sc'-

they tho:ught. But cornd it ions had changed although Pommiriel' a,

Yatu'i ri' s, arid Hitl1cr' s c'ver-cc'riF idenice wr:'ul1d rnot le_-t them or ide

:;uch thing's.

Ari':'ther, selif-irificted, crtri bt irig factr- tK . Chll

p:' Lirt was the see-r-e logist i cal s3it uat r1 Shar'ed xy I 1 ":?

armriies befo-r-e arid during their- offensives. In.- each ca'se, shor, ta~e

'Aerc tncwie bf ''eharid buct were nont a 1 1 cwed to- ditt. :'1ntef; 'e

*with the operatloris. Had the supply sit uatiori rio--t beer, s.-- bad,

*the-re milght be somrie basis for- Acceptimg the audaciLtj --of the thr-'e

5
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1: 1 irs but in, i i ht .-.f what is krio-wn now, mary wcride-r why they we re

e v er i ni t i At ed. Whether- at El A~lamiein, Khark-o'.', .:r- the Arderie-s,

commianders knoc-winrgl1y commriitted their forces to-- the operat ion

without enough fu-el or ammunit ion to reach object ives. Rommel had

already allowed himself to get into a supply situation which

* required h ir either to attack. or withdraw. Vat Lt in could n':t

su.ppl1y himself at h is foward lin~e ::f troops, yet his Gro--up pv

arid Sth Armny were to:: drive 300 kilometers into' the eniemiy. H it 1r r1 
_

C4 rriy C-rou:,p Di depended c-ri t;he-- c:Apt-ure of U. S. fuel d uimps o' I -i-

the Meuse River. St ill, commaniders" oiverconfidence and belief in, a

weak enemy evidently led them to disregard logistical problems

which subsequently contri butted to the culriiina irig point in each

case.

The historical cases present other commririon character ist ics of

an approaching culmirat ing point which the ittackers permitted tc::

*ccr'. They ar listed in the char arid, althoutgh riot d iscussed inr

detail here, are equalliy important to the understand ing of the

culmiiniat irg point.

The second broad category of events leading to the culminat ing

pci nt w~ere those irduced crcaused by Puch inleck, I'laristeinr, arid

Ei~irhwe. 1t h:u gh ri-orie .,f the commriardere sp:4?~e c -he

cu liri-iE tnq po:irt by riamie, they all1 knew they had todei-en-d loriq

enou1-gh to survive while attrit irg the attacker befo.re- they coul,-(d

laurich ai ccunitercQffersive. fluchintlec!k' s act lo-rts -it El :lIam-eir

per-haps show that he leas-t understoo-d the co-ncept alrd wasted iocrie

,-,,f his Po:-tenit al comribat power thr-c--utgh indecisive tact ical

coijrterattac~s, when he sh-cruld have been prepari ng fcr a decisiv

F,



c,:,u-riter,-f fens ive. There were times at El Alarieir, wher Rormel wa. ,

vulrerable, as he himself had wasted f,-rces or tactical attack-.71.

Marsteirl riot orly reacted to the eremy's culmirnatirg poirt, he

planned his ,-,peration around it. His plan contributed the most

towards helping the Riussians pass the point of ro returr, at which

time he was ready to go or, the offensive. Marsteir also urderstc,-,d

the difference between thinking at the tactical arid ,-,peraticral

level of war. He was preparing the battlefield rct just f,-r' thLe

defeat cf the So viet Army at Kharkov but f,-r the f, 1.w--r

cffersive at Kursk. In contrast, Auchinleck thought at the

tactical level arid, because he did so, missed the opportunity to

launch an operational offensive that wo'uld have led more quickly to

Rcririoel's demise in Africa.

Initially, Eisenhower arid his generals were bucy trying to

stabilize the tactical battle ard, when accomplished thr,-:UIi a

combinatior ,;, aggressive fightring by soldiers and the positiorir

,:,f units by gerierals, they turned their attenticon- to a

courteroffensive. They even estimated the day the Germans would be

at their culminatirg pcirit and planned an offensive by Pattcon.

What Eisenhower could rot do was to convince Montgomery ,:,f the

same, thereby allowing the bulk ,:of the Gern Ar y t scoe.

Fo defeat the attacking forces, all th-ee defarid in cgrnr, .:

soLught the tradit ioral ri litary end, the dstuc' ii cf th,

opp-sing force. Losses iriflicted, whether by destruct icr, i .h:]

ur i ts, attrit i-,r, or by trocp exhaust ion, eventul -Aly caused Ihe

attackers t,- stoz-p and defend, but by ther, icicu-rred had

already made an operaticral defense impossible.

A more indirect way all three cr,tributed to the eremies'
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*iniabiIi ty to def end was the o:rig:inrg attack of the .:ppcs irig f.:res

lEE] yist ical and tr'axnsp:rt.&t ic-n assets. Whil 1e t he a 1,t ac!-,ers fai -l L-?,

to recogrize their, supply prcobleris arid the r-esult irE effects '-r,
their attacks, the defenders aggravated the attackers si tir b

-s-' st.t c-ib

directing forces against logistics to add to the supply

constra int s. I n a l ong war- i t i s nat ural1 to att ack t he enemy' s

logistical base arid all sides in WW II reaped such beniefits. But

Manisteiri personal ly did the mol::st of the three ccrimarders t.--

rifL -r'ice supply prcb 1ems frhis part i c 1ar orrtir -r ~tt1

Area by dir-ect irg attack's on eremiy loDgist ics toaIie3i- m e

behirnd the PLOT, thus denying the So:viets tact ical or- -oper~at icnal

supply for- the durat ic-ri of the batt le. Aga in, he was p-rc-act ive fLn

his desir-e to hasten the Soviet culminrat irg point arid included in,

his plans attacks on~ eniemly logistics as ore of the ways to help

cause it to happen.

Two o--ther- important events caused by the tief-:ridevs which

ccnributed to the cul1minmat inrg p:oint ar-e o-bvious but i riiort-Ant to.-

merit ion. Fir-st, the nor-mal fog arid frict ion of war- arid the

destr-uct ion of so miany eniemy uri ts, to inrilude critical

intell1igerice arid signal unitm, r-esulted in a br-eakdowni CT,

iiit el 1i qe-ice ccl 1ect iror arid repor-t tinrg arid a fa ilu-re tr -o _-r~

accura ir-epc-rtc' to- hi vhEr- headquarters. Wit h c.ruvk 1 rn AT

at t-ack inrg headq uairt ers made more ri 5 akes and -v i .,t ad cnrrtOi

deci s ion-s. Seconrd, the tact ical defense Fou-,-ght miuch h or-der C

sriarter, than, expected by thza attackers which dr-arat icAl ly pe

their, plans.

Several traits, chiaracter-i st ics, O:r' ev-:rtg wer~e co::mrincnr tc-- the-

thr-ee campaigris in, ex~plairng why the --,peratiorial p ci r, 'int.rpint
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occurred. The oe whiclh c,-,ntributed the rost was the Cver.:rfidtd.-

aind stubborr ri irdcet o-f the attacl.. irig commanders which cl o'uded ci

rati, rial acceptance of facts. The one rmoz, st clearly present ard

observable to the attacker was the logistical shortages. The ore

most unexpected by the attacker was the aggressive defense ard

damage caused by the defender. The one least understoozd is why the

attackirig commriarders would rot perrmit their units to g, to the

defensive uri.til it was t,,o late.

it is further interest ing to note that :-,f thc-I czcracter"

irvolved, iarsteicni s act iors iridicate that he had a clearer

appreciatiori for ard application ,'f the culmiratirj point corcept.

Instead -,f reacting t,-, the att ackers' culmiriatirg poirt after the

fact as the British arid the Americarns did, Marsteir, plarnred for, arid

intent ionally helped inFluence the arrival of the eriery' s

culrmirtati g p,-,i nt arid ther executed a sequenced plan to take

advaintage of it.

This study of the :peratioris at El Alarmeir, Kharkov, arid the

1u- 1qe has provided so-rme comor, recurrirg characterist ice o-r t ra.t

exhibited by WW II offensive operational forces which rmay be ,.c-ufi,.L

t,-, the roderr cormarder to cor, sider as forecaster cf ,-:

approach , rig cmuirinat ir, pcir, t, either for his -n orce r

I; h,:,e of tihe enreriy. C:rmlarders and their .t- af f . 1 h. v to

ar, yze these evernts i r cortext -,with the current i. t uAt Anr rid

thei, jiudgriment to decide a degree of applicability. hAhiI2 it rj'y

be obvi,,us that a loqgistical shortfall will eventu a.ly upcet

,laf,, the questi,,n -,f when arid t:, what extent it c-itical t

whether it will hasten a culmiratirg poirt or, )st cause ar,
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ircorverierce while the c-bjectives are still met. It must be

remembe'red that ,,bvicus logistical shrtfal 1"ei-r disregarded by

the German ard Soviet ccriimarders irn the examples, arid because they

were, the t imirg of the culmiratirg poirt was affected. The same

is true for the other corolin events or traits. They were relevarlt

to' tho-se specific battles arld may be useful as iridicatrs in the

future, but they carnnot be used as a checklist to- detect a

calminat irg poirt. The irdicators are ricst meant to be a n'ew area

o5 rnilitar-y sci erc but on ly ar additi,r, to ,-rc - c-'-1, d:earid

use in rililit ary art.

It is iripcrtarit to rcte that the culrminatirg point is relative

to the enemy ard ri-ct ar absolute, urilateral event. The enr.ny miu'wt

respond to an attacking forces passage of its culmirat irig point to,

give the culrmiratring point meaning, otherwise the. attacker may

still achieve success. If the attacker dces achieve -e., the.ri,

by def1ir i i:r, he has not passed his culroinatirg pi,it. IF ar,

attacker' s cornbat pcwer is redutced to alrmcst ct h i rq in cc-uaci

to the deferier' s (whether because of po:r logistics cr a st:r,

defense), yet cortirues the attack and is successful, ther he h5B

riot passed his culmiriatirg poirt because the deferder did n,:,t ,or,

could riot take advartage arid force upon the attaclier the

culrri at irg poirit. ',Ait t,-y give': rmary e'a:, mp 1 ec

irferior, attackirig force winning the battle becaua-e ch e r

did rot use his combat p,-ier- effectively to, f,:'rcCe t h _aU .- - -

st op. The corcept :f the culmirtatin p:int, l. ko vjJc-', r"--'-s

two opp,_-sir, g sides se:-?k inq supPr ic '-ity and victoryi , ' >-ch

Iri Rorimel' s case, he was uriable to succeed becautse he t-. mastii

cperati,,r al culroinat ing pcnirst and the Eritish reacted t'-. c.
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N t o kadv.,antLage, -Al1be it s~vera 1 onrt he 1later-.

The con.ricept of the culiiinat ing pc::irnt is cen-ta iin lv at il1l

relevant and applicable. Like many o:ther- Clausewjitzian concepts,

it ser-ves as an uniderlying principle of U.S. Prmriy doctrine, as

evidenced by FM 100-51s al locat ion o:f an appendix to key concepts.

Military professionals shou-,-ld not become obsessed with the

culmoinat ing pcit but it must be part o-f their- vocabular-y arid

uriderest and inrg of flriy dnct-rie. The conrcept sho-uld be ra=.ised t;--a

h i h ar- I -i c cnccl'sn and discussed c'pernly dui-rii v i;

pr-epar-a L i on arid coriduct o-f operat i one. The essence of co-mbat 1Elc

achieve yoiur, objectives befor-e you r-each yojur- own cuiminatig

poin t , or, tc' cause the eniemy to. pass his cui lminat i rig p: -i ctsoye

cntake adatg fi. FM 100-5 writes of the cuiminatirmg

point, "While not ne-w to- the US Ptrmy in appi icat ionr, (it has) ro:t

beeni dealt with in dcti-rial liter-ature frsoe t imce.- and (at 31

% t arm inro cgy may t nereLfo-r-e be uri- am ili ar- to m rary Prier 'cani

sold ier-s."a

The concept of the culm-iinating poinst is a mind-set tc' be 'acedI

4 coniscientiously as Manetei n employed it. Eisenhower's golvjcxc

to: be beaten at the Battle of 'the Bulge and his miet ho-d was to-- kvrnr

the- Nazis' plan- from-,i wo-rking, -then to initiate: a coun'i>-racc,,:n

~' ac ze n' a it(ent V4as co,-*t ove rly to' contcern n 1 nice -jit bh'r

ma a a, cit to, cause hi <a P1J1 n oF:rk. r':rii the b Ly,.t rn rtig N IYL!n

=ou'ght to r-egain the initiative while ienoerrctd KEsi

*t f-al-iress to Eisenhower-, the P1 is ere comp etelysrpse b

Ierman attaicke ini t h- Prdmrres w~h ile Manet eirc n c ,-~ the a a

--aains t h imr.

It is also' iimpc'zrt ant to-- r-eco-gnize the levels --of cuii rint i g



11-int s. Each level --, execut icri c-f war', st r'Rteg i c, ope-At i n-r; -i1

and t Ac t i c'A -I h-ra o rsp'd ig cuL mii it nr pc.- i U K a0: ca1.

-i ri 11 uerice the cutoime orf an engagement or, battle (tact ical) a

majcr- operat io or- campa igrn (operat i ora 1),or- cf the War-

(st rateg ic). Apperndix B of FM 100-5 explains arid cites several

examples of each. Rommel acknowledged the ci imirat ing pcr:int hut

wn.rly at the tactical level. When he had rebuilt enicugh after- a-Re

days. he again attacked. Had he been, thinking ---f the ':'per ati'n.L;_.

a .r~ra ~'qprnint, he m ight have saved his For-c-s fr -:de )-

c-f the Socrid Battle c--f El Al ame in. Hitlcr- WcUl dn'.' v

r-ecc',gni ze the tact ical culminat ing point, but by fighting the

bat to 1 tcoicng Hit icr- passed his operat i oral cu lfilint irig pcD:: nt :,r

the westernr fr-ont in the Pr-dennies and set the stage fo-r- a quicker-

v~ct'ryby the fllies.

The culminating point, if r-ecognized, serves: as the tr-ilqer

mc : tr' the nitr 'rt tack c oneofr ,.B air c

v ctcryshcruld be assur-ed since the attacker- no logrhas the

JQ3011 yto successfully defenid. Today, comnescudse ec

A. a pp 1 iab e events 1 cad: ig to or- fortecast inrg an enro-y'' rci1 roi :nrti-q

-ottAnd then, dir-ect inte-_l1i gence col1l1ect ion assets to 1c>F.:w

t -A--e,~ pr ic-r-it y inateli :gerce requir-eents. S et i rg q he

i:' .-I Ilr t :1rigq -:f 'i'1, 11Ct IS c 'tca I L- taking ad A rI:tciAq-

rteck ne ;v er- d id <cnnc: -- R:,r oriel Z oerat ir: L c K.:. i rv i:

a nd t h 'is d eo e t e d h i, 'a- tir-m.7-7s urnn e cesa iA r- y in I I

enig ag emrint s. onit gomiery was1 st 1 1 IWait Itrig t:, Mai-' C, t he Lew'An:A

t7,Ad an0s,- 1 u t 2 ly p a ss3ed i I;. anrd, cn q i* q~' u 1e , f aie r 1~ 2a

bag the Germian flrmiy.

E irna 1 1ly, it is mop,:rt art to-- ro,-te that the nredorii L ant
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r-ec'irr i rg tbra tso event -, vwh i. ch caLvd t hc n cu] m.in n-1 i 'L] p-1, It V S:

Ihe threecaia ast b"? i'n _che d -zhiId hav u: 3I ~t 1

c.-,ommanders bef':r-e act inWaIs in~itiated. Fo-,rce? r'.1Lt toe, log et icsL,

arid trooi.-p exhaust ior car, reasonably be calculated befo-_re battlie.

The commanders' overco-nfidence arid st ubborn commitment to: a flawed

course ':'f act ion coont ri but ed mois3t dir-ectl1y to'- theircu iintig

The r-ev tev of the thr-_ee: batt les d id yield cm m~r

characteri st ics nr- tr-a it s that may be :--f u-se to--da-y inr f':'r-ecast igi

the appro.-ach Ctf - CIiiirat tritg p:'inrt, bit, lore_ Stlpor art,

toiltrnd that -A conrscious awareness or, the co-rcept --f th-e clintic

poinlrt car pay great di viderids to ant ':'peratici:'ai cnmsdrft the

s-amet Linme, the st udy d i sco:ve red tha--t somelL c':'mmand c:aohac)t

rirethe coe 'C'sevenits torecas ttig their- Cul-1i mc nat i :._j 331. -

an they suf:fere2d defeat s as, a rsi it h ao b . F 'A

4 Rverita7 were Under, the cotrl f the att acker; the a~ t t ciA I c

commanrder, crnt r- i buAt ed mriwe ~;o h it --,o:vjri die fs,,-t t h -An Ut j d A ijvrn>

enemoy. P1,7':, t he c u I rl nat i rig pc i rit is re I at iv'e ta t he._ -1t i anti.

* ~' r y 'the ''nerily ti ad no:t ; adoperdert .-, th-rof.

-. ~~ ?f> I~.: -acc nr.duced t he c,. r iinab 1: 1 n- .b

1 1 oi riAt irn p.:,1rn v wi th t ho 'dcccri rii nati.v- J ' i~n

-2 1At to r :: h p t c':t' Ir I ' 1 r r i p rt a nt ; 'iridc-? b ad

c,: r-,ccep t oF te olr nu -it'ir-ig p i tn i s :,ri, e=)<arliile. in [ 1- ' !

provide -. :,ome od nm c.ortho_-se that did 'rec rdit, bet t r-

\Kv ~'3~%§.}Q~ XQ~9".i'Ct.VX in ~k~t Sli ., ~ >:.x . i.



thart their conitemiporaries. Th-:'-E- that did were riicrelL sutccesT~ful ir,

thieir camipaigns.
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